Uncommon pasts converging in the digital present: Constructions of gender and race in the era of airport security by Perez, Erron M.
  
 
 
 
UNCOMMON PASTS CONVERGING IN THE DIGITAL PRESENT: CONSTRUCTIONS OF 
GENDER AND RACE IN THE ERA OF AIRPORT SECURITY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BY 
 
ERRON M. PEREZ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THESIS 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Arts in Geography 
in the Graduate College of the  
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2019 
 
 
 
 
Urbana, Illinois 
 
 
Advisers: 
 
 Assistant Professor Brian J. Jefferson 
 Professor David Wilson 
 Assistant Professor Lila Adib Sharif 
  
  
ii 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 Biometric information technology is defined as the implementation of algorithms in 
service of the digitized coding of the body, specifically its physical parts and physiological 
indicators and performances. In the United States, biometric technology uses algorithms to 
automate and power artificially intelligent machines via light sensors, infrared reflection, 
millimeter waves detection, and other means. Algorithms are an integral part of life in the United 
States, and their utilization in service of biometric technology for the purposes of population 
management is widespread. This is called algorithmic governance, where algorithms are used in 
decision making processes that govern the functioning of our society. While this technology is 
constantly being innovated upon, serious questions regarding algorithmic bias are gaining 
traction. This thesis is concerned with the potential harm that the collection and use of biometric 
information may have on people of different races, genders and other identity intersections, as 
well as our societal misunderstanding of the origins and applications of this type of technology. 
This paper analyzes the technical and sociopolitical risks of air travel, specifically for queer, non-
white passengers at the hands of the United States government and the TSA (Transportation 
Security Administration) at security checkpoints in American airports. To do this, I use literary 
and historical analysis to address the dearth of literature concerning algorithmic bias within the 
field of surveillance studies (historically dominated by white male scholars), bring forth the 
theoretical contributions of black and queer scholars, and investigate the technology and 
administrative processes responsible for mediating American air travel experiences as an 
extension of historical legacies of violence and racial/gendered othering. In doing these things, I 
am advocating for a more holistic understanding of the way the collection and use of biometrics 
bolsters population management and domination as viable forms of governance—one that shape 
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shift to adapt to changing sociopolitical prerogatives, always at the expense of a contrived racial 
or (un)gendered “other.”    
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1. Introduction 
The connection between surveillance technologies, the use of partial and complete sets of 
biometric measurements as objects of scrutiny, gender, and race is one that has yet to be 
extensively explored in any discipline. As a scholar interested in the ways in which gender 
binaries and racial categorizations are reinforced through the use of ostensibly neutral 
technologies, which are lauded as if they exist outside of the realm of human judgement, I aim to 
trouble this popular assumption by providing a critical examination of traditional and 
foundational surveillance studies literature. This will be accomplished with the help of queer and 
trans critique and Black feminist literature, as well as a short critique of terrorism studies and its 
sociohistorical relationship to the implementation of various airport security procedures. When 
considering what surveillance and the use of modern biometric information technologies, a form 
of algorithmic governance, is and what sorts of implications there are for those subject to the 
scrutiny of these technologies, it is important to understand that algorithmic governance it is not 
one thing. Rather, it is a proliferation of the use of algorithms, codes, and devices to make 
decisions about the governing of our society and the disciplining and monitoring of populations 
(Crampton 2015). 
Algorithms are used to determine everything from the products people are advertised, to 
their creditworthiness, if they will be granted bail, and what schools their children will attend 
(ACLU 2017). The way that the American government utilizes algorithms for security and 
surveillance technologies can appear opaque, definitive, neutral, and blameless, but in fact, the 
federal security apparatus is not the impervious juggernaut it appears to be. Even the simplest 
methods and technology in use are deeply flawed and continually being iterated upon, more akin 
to the haphazard launch of a pilot program than the functioning of an established web of 
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effective, equitable tools of governance. For example, the required removal of shoes and 
restriction of liquid volume in TSA airport security protocol were implemented in response to 
attempted acts of violence that had already occurred, rather than installed as preemptive 
measures that were able to detect and disarm an impending threat (O’Connor & Schmitt 2009). 
However, a system’s ability to respond in the aftermath of a threat says little about its 
effectiveness at predicting future ones. Additionally and more alarmingly, in a 2014 report 
published by the United States Government Accountability Office (GAO), it noted that 
passengers with a higher than “normal” BMI or wearing headgear like turbans or wigs, caused a 
“greater fluctuation in false alarm rates” for millimeter wave Advanced Imaging Technology 
(AIT) implemented by TSA in response to an attempted 2009 attack on a Northwest Airlines 
flight. Despite this, TSA did not consider false alarm rates to be useful criteria when measuring 
“key performance requirements” (GAO 2014). At the very least, this results in higher operating 
costs, and at its worst, has the potential to pose issues for passengers of different body types, 
religions, genders, and races. 
Exploring algorithm-based biometric surveillance processes and their impacts through the 
critical lenses of gender and race allows us to consider the ways in which people who do not fit 
neatly into categories of Western, capitalist notions of gender, sexuality, and race trouble these 
administrative efforts, and what happens when systems reliant on such technologies are faced 
with these “unknowable bodies.” To explore these intersections, I analyze the creation and 
implementation of modern airport security technology through the theoretical lenses mentioned 
above. I focus specifically on differential rights to privacy and airport security procedures, like 
body scans and behavioral profiling, implemented in American airports since the September 11th 
attacks. In doing this, I hope to make a theoretical contribution to interdisciplinary 
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conceptualizations of gender, race, and the critique of security theater, the creation of the illusion 
of security or safety, as a method of governance (Levenson 2014). This study is not intended to 
provide an empirical account of experiences of people framed as “non-normative” with security 
technology, or critique present efforts to resist marginalization at the hands of inherently flawed 
surveillance “solutions.” The intent of this paper is to offer a theoretical framework for such 
studies to draw from when examining differential relationships with America’s nexus of state 
power and domination, and in this case specifically, the examination of population management 
and surveillance as tools of governance. 
This paper has three objectives. First, it attempts to better integrate the social perspectives 
of queer and Black feminist scholarship with those of surveillance studies in order to contribute 
to the formation of a subfield of knowledge that addresses colonial pasts in the context of our 
globalizing present, specifically in terms of modes of governmentality and surveillance. Second 
it aims to trouble the disconnect between socio-historical understandings of the construction of 
gender, race, sexuality, and the creation and implementation of modern biometric information 
and security technologies. Finally, this paper endeavors to bring to light the algorithmic 
construction and reinforcement of notions of “normative” identity and behavior based on ideas of 
“prototypical whiteness” (Gordon) that find their way into our everyday lives, and consequently, 
the technologies we rely on and are governed by. 
In section one, I will introduce the concept that various present and historical iterations of 
security and biometric information technology, and the social conditions from which they 
emerge, are inseparable from the ways in which these algorithms impact differently raced and 
gendered bodies. That is to say, historical racing and gendering of bodies must be studied in 
conjunction with the origins and emergence of programming and “normalizing” algorithms, 
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modern surveillance technology, and governmentality. In section two, I will utilize the work of 
Black feminist and queer and trans critique scholars to discuss the failure of traditional 
surveillance studies to consider how the existence of identity intersections of race, gender, and 
sexuality complicate Western understandings of privacy, access to rights and services, and 
unequal application of social and administrative scrutiny. While traditional theorists argue that 
“hierarchies of visibility are being levelled (Haggerty & Ericson 2006),” I argue that surveillance 
technologies merely represent a reproduction of existing social hierarchies along racial and 
gendered divides, even exacerbating issues of violence and social disadvantage. Section three 
will focus on the manufacturing of a sociopolitically divisive “other,” and how that figure is used 
to justify the creation and implementation of some of the technologies employed at American 
airports by TSA agents, and the ways these procedures present themselves as sources of fear and 
insecurity for people who find themselves at odds with algorithmically constructed notions of 
“normative” identities and behaviors. 
 
 
5 
 
2. Variable Surveillance, Variant Subjectivities 
This section will explore the collision of technologies of surveillance and unknowable 
bodies by engaging leading works in surveillance studies and the production of racialized, 
gendered, and sexualized subjects. It will examine how these subjectivities continually constitute 
and inform technologies of surveillance, and what happens when the technologies encounter 
gendered and sexualized variances not accounted for by “normalizing” algorithms. 
The Status of Surveillance Studies 
Haggerty and Ericson (2006, p. 3) define surveillance as “…the collection and analysis of 
information about populations in order to govern their activities.” What this analysis seeks to do 
is advance the idea that the implications of surveillance technologies do not define and 
categorize human populations in a smooth and unproblematic manner, but through constant 
interactions with notions of “problematic” people and the associated presumed risks they 
represent. Surveillance studies provides an excellent conceptual framework for beginning to 
understand how the general public presently interacts with surveilling states, security 
apparatuses, and the “neutral” technologies they employ. The public interacts with various types 
of ever-present surveillance technology in nearly every aspect of life. Such interactions mediate 
the ways people consume media content, how they are marketed to, how they are policed, and 
often times, the very value that is placed upon their lives (Browne 2015, p. 110). That said, 
works like those by Haggerty and Ericson lack an element of deep historical analysis of the 
origins of these technologies and how they impact people who fall outside of the purview of 
what Lewis Gordon refers to as “white prototypicality,” or the results of structurally denied 
subjectivity of Black people where “all is permitted against them” and they are not afforded 
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social recognition or autonomy, whereby whiteness has been framed as “raceless” and normative 
(2006). 
There are many foundational theorists to keep in mind while engaging in the historical 
analysis of surveillance, biometric, and security technologies. According to Foucault, 
“Surveillance was integral to the development of disciplinary power, modern subjectivities, and 
technologies of governance” (1977). Although the concept of surveillance in society is not a new 
one, what makes the post 9/11 world unique is the sheer proliferation of the types and numbers 
of encounters we have with these technologies, with Deleuze specifically linking new 
technological advancements in surveillance to “a new order of global capitalism,” in which 
security theater is used as an administrative tool to give the impression of “safety” in our 
constantly widening world. (Haggerty & Eric 2000). In addition, what Garfinkel (2000) calls 
“computerization” has allowed for the ease of processing large amounts of digital information, 
along with the ability to link and share databases of information instantaneously across 
institutions and platforms. For example, the concept of computerization is heavily associated 
with hotspot crime mapping and the sharing of gang databases among different state and federal 
agencies (Jefferson, 2017). Haggerty and Ericson themselves argue that the creation of new 
surveillance technologies has the potential to bring to bear unintended consequences, with the 
potential to alter existing social structures and “evolve into tools of totalitarian control.” 
Computerization is definitely integral to that process. Contrary to assertions made by various 
developers of surveillance technology and many scholars who study it, most, if not all of these 
technologies, touted as empirical, impartial, and neutral, by federal governments, law 
enforcement, and state administrative agencies, are actually imbued with the biases of the 
societies they are born from and seek to control, and that these consequences are in fact not 
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“unintended” or unanticipated (Gregg & Wilson 2015). That is not to say that these technologies 
are always used as alternative vehicles to express prejudices and biases, but that these algorithms 
and their subsequent applications are inseparable from the social conditions that facilitated their 
creation, including preexisting prejudices and biases (Amir & Kotef, 2017).   
Black Feminist Theory on Surveillance  
When women of color and queer/trans critique are introduced in conversation with 
surveillance studies, there is a potential to see how long histories of racism and classism have led 
to the inherent encoding of prejudices, biases, and violence into these technologies of 
surveillance and control. In the understanding of “new subjectivities” (Ericson & Haggerty 2006) 
created by surveillance techniques, it is important to understand what kinds of impacts they have 
on different types of subjects in terms of how they are raced, gendered, and made visible (or 
invisible) and governable. When considering what information is private, what privacy is, and 
who has access to it, our understanding must be modulated by the nuances of gender, race, and 
sexuality. Because the nature of claiming a right to privacy is an attempt to “translate subjective 
perceptions of violation into legal claims and categories” (Haggerty & Ericson, p. 9), the success 
of legal redress and respect for individuals and their information is wholly dependent on who is 
making these claims, and against whom.  
In Simone Browne’s Dark Matter (2015), she draws parallels between the “biometric 
pasts and presents.” This allows for the disruption of the idea of a linear progression of time in 
histories of oppression, which allows us to understand that the evolution of biometric technology 
has been very intentional in its reiterations and changing applications within American society. 
The most brutal aspects of this technology have not been “left behind” or innovated away as time 
has passed, but rather, reimagined to suit contemporary administrative needs. This allows us to 
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look beyond the supposed ungeneralizability of various histories of oppression that appear 
dissimilar due to social difference, geography, and time, to notice the recurring ideologies of 
population management and domination as methods of governance across the globe, and in the 
United States more specifically.   
In describing biometric information technology, Browne employs the basest definition—
a means of body measurement that is put to use to allow the body, or parts and pieces and 
performances of the human body, to function as identification. In her exploration of the 
“biometric past,” Browne discusses the physical branding of captured slaves as an early, simple 
form of biometric technology, with implications for the creation of Black folks as racialized 
subjects—with the branding of human bodies being a form of racial profiling, or “racializing 
surveillance”, making them identifiable as someone else’s property (p. 91). One could argue that 
upon interacting with Browne’s assessment of race and the creation of specific types of subjects 
of surveillance, that a similar lens can be applied to the way we interpret collisions between 
gender and surveillance technologies. If Black, racialized bodies were marked as non-normative 
in contrast to white ones, in the same way that Hortense Spillers (1987) regards the captive slave 
body as “a territory of cultural and political maneuver,” the “non-normative,” non-conforming 
gendered body (also potentially racialized) could be seen as subject to a similar process of 
“othering.” When someone’s gender or body is not easily discernible as binary male/female, the 
result is greater scrutiny, disassembling, and attempts at “marking” it so it can be legible in social 
spaces. In the way that epidermalization and racial schemas attached to certain bodies makes for 
“the ontological insecurity of a body made out of place, and ‘overdetermined from the outside’,” 
there becomes a conflict when queer and gender non-conforming people have to contend with 
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and resist this “over-determination” and others’ attempts at discerning their physical bodies 
(Browne, p. 98; Fanon 2008).  
In Browne’s exploration of our “biometric past and present,” she calls for us as a society 
to develop a “critical biometric consciousness,” which “acknowledges the connections between 
contemporary biometric information technologies and their historical antecedents.” She talks 
about these types of racial controls as population management tools, that ultimately “rendered 
whiteness prototypical” (p. 118). Because of this, power relations are inherently embedded in the 
types of biometric technologies researched and employed today, and people who do not fall into 
the category of “prototypical whiteness,” which arguably also implies cisgenderedness and 
heterosexuality, are extremely vulnerable to these technologies of domination. It is also 
important to note that biometrics does not merely serve the purpose of identifying and 
describing, but also ascribing certain attributes to individuals and groups with certain 
characteristics, such as associating traits like deviance or lack of trustworthiness with darker 
skinned people (p. 54). Developing an understandings of the contours of the biometric past and 
present of race and gender is imperative, as are ruled by similar, codependent social structures. 
These approaches to governance include an arsenal of tactics of oppression that are readapted as 
needed to address the political and social anxieties of the moment.      
As noted by Patrice Douglass (2018), Black feminist literature is well-known for 
discussing the mutual constitution of gender and race in relation to Black womanhood and 
personhood in a way that non-black gender theory does not. Saidiya Hartman’s “The Belly of the 
World” (2016) analyzes the (un)gendering of Black subjects during the Middle Passage via a 
literary analysis of Hortense Spillers’ “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” (1987), looking 
historically at the “gendered afterlife of slavery and global capitalism.” In the same way that 
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Browne talks about Black bodies (versus Black people or subjects) being created and treated as 
commodities, Spillers discusses the cultural unmaking of enslaved bodies into “cargo” during 
their time in the Middle Passage. “Under these conditions one is neither female, nor male, as 
both subjects are taken into account as quantities.” Generally, inventoried cargo is quantified, 
classified, accounted for, transported, assigned a value etc., all while being kept track of via a 
system of numbers, origin points, and destinations. Specifically, the way that gender and race 
constitute each other becomes apparent when the way Black enslaved women were treated is 
taken into consideration in how they, being required to toil and work “like men,” were 
subsequently “ungendered.” Their existences were disassociated with any sort of humanity, let 
alone femininity or womanhood. This necessitated the social belief that Black women could not 
possibly have the ability to mother or parent appropriately because they were nothing more than 
cattle—property. Their value lies in the production of offspring as more property, not of the 
formation of kinship bonds as parents, siblings, friends, or partners (Hartman p. 169).  
Queer/Trans Theory on the Leveraging of Administrative Violence 
The same cultural unmaking described by Douglass and Hartman can be witnessed in the 
way most, if not all types of non-white people, are gendered and raced, with their autonomy and 
subjectivity at constant odds with the forces of white supremacy. An interesting exploration of 
this unmaking occurs in Pedagogies of Crossing (2005), where the subjectivities and sexualities 
of “native” men are also explored in the context of “homosexual capital” and tourism. Through 
the process of interacting with (or being subject to the gaze of) white, male, able-bodies tourists 
with access to capital, mobility, and the ability to withdraw from view, whole people are reduced 
to sexual commodities and features of the landscapes they inhabit, in the predictable way that 
Indigenous relationships with land are often used as a flattening characteristic rather than 
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understood as three-dimensional cultural identities. Alexander argues that hetero and 
homosexual tourism share “material and ideological gestures of recolonization and 
renativazation,” both making native people into the objects of violent, sexual gazes and curiosity, 
as well as existing merely as features of the physical, “exotic” “tropical” landscapes they occupy 
(pg. 68).  
These men, through white eyes, are nothing but a commodity or new experience waiting 
to be had, similar to the way Black women’s bodies were exploited during the slave trade and 
colonization. According to Alexander, these capital imperatives are contiguous, and for that 
reason, she questions where and if the invocation of sexual queerness (in its own right) falls on 
the spectrum of things to build solidarity over if such power relations and hierarchies exist even 
within the evocation of queer identity. What this relationship between the “native” and the tourist 
is also emblematic of is the permissiveness with which white subjects are granted in terms of the 
spaces they inhabit and the mobility they enjoy, irrespective of their motives or intentions. They 
have the privilege of never seeming “out of place” in the historical context of white colonization 
and “exploration.” What Alexander demonstrates is how queer men of color are still subject to 
the oppressive white gaze, which acts as its own tool of surveillance and enforcement by 
“keeping people in their place” and re-inscribing social power dynamics of desirability, mobility, 
and autonomy.   
Despite much work and research done by Black and queer scholars, some traditional 
surveillance theorists maintain that “hierarchies of visibility are being levelled, as people from all 
social backgrounds are now under surveillance,” (Haggerty & Ericson 2006). However, while 
essentially all people are under surveillance in one form or another, not all people are equally 
visible or deemed worthy of surveillance, and therefore not everyone is equally scrutinized. This 
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only reinforces the notion that privacy is not equally accessible, and in a Western context, that 
right has traditionally been conceptualized and reserved for white, propertied men (Harris, 1993).  
Haggerty & Ericson (p.11) trace our “contemporary understandings of private spaces and 
selves” back to the Industrial Revolution, where rural to urban migration created an 
unprecedented sense of anonymity, and thus “New forms of credentialization, signification, and 
regulation were developed to establish “trustworthy identities.” Again, what they are missing is 
not only the gendered and racialized differences that created varying degrees of access to privacy 
at different points of history and colonial contact, but modern access to official documentation 
and “credentialization,” (and the rights that come along with them), and the very privilege of 
ever being deemed “trustworthy.” Although personal documents are not often thought of as 
“technologies,” they serve administrative purposes of identification, classification, and 
management of access to resources and rights. Specific parts and measures of bodies are being 
substituted for the whole, and there occurs an instance of the fragmentation of the body. This 
means that surveillance does not necessarily involve the use of “advanced technology,” and that 
we must broaden our understanding of what technology actually is (Haggerty & Ericson, p. 13). 
When it comes to differently gendered or gender-nonconforming bodies and identities, 
their inability to be “overdetermined” troubles administrative efforts to classify and typify them. 
In legal scholar Dean Spade’s book, Normal Life (2011), he details the struggles of Jim, a trans 
man with an “intersex condition,” and Bianca, a young trans woman, dealing with the dangers of 
being gender non-conforming in the rehabilitation and criminal justice systems. In both 
instances, Bianca and Jim had limited or restricted access to hormone therapy, as well as 
placement in shelters and facilities that met their needs as trans folks. What Spade found was that 
“there was an enormous number of people facing a series of interlocking problems related to 
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being basically unfathomable to the administrative systems that govern the distribution of life 
chances: housing, education, health care, identity documentation and records, employment, and 
public facilities, to name but a few” (p. 11).  
What Bianca and Jim’s situations illustrate is that when people who are “unfathomable” 
are thrust into the criminal justice or welfare system, they are more often than not subject to 
more violence, harassment, and denial of basic services like health care and employment. Spade 
recognizes gender as an “organizing principle” of everyday life, in the same way that 
constructions of race and resulting racial schemas are, though the effects of these are not exactly 
the same. Although there are many factors that impact the way gender is perceived, identifying 
as something other than what is prescribed by the American social, economic and administrative 
system, regardless of other identity intersections, results in some degree of restricted access to 
resources, right, facilities, and documents that are responsible for determining life chances.  
As stated above, since adequate, dignified health care is not something readily accessible 
to many trans and gender non-conforming people of color, and most states require proof of 
gender reassignment surgery in order to issue government documents that match a gender 
identity different than the one assigned at birth, one of the largest issues facing gender non-
conforming populations is difficulty accessing basic documentation and credentialization. 
Because of this, items like social security cards (and benefits like disability), state IDs, and 
drivers’ licenses, which are required to access everything from housing, to employment, 
healthcare, education and government benefits, as well as simply moving and existing in the 
everyday world, are often a source of anxiety rather than security for queer populations (Spade). 
This results in violence, both material and administrative, as well as downward economic 
mobility and a shorter than average life expectancy. Harkening back to earlier mentions of racial 
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hierarchies’ embeddedness in surveillance technology, it must be reiterated that they function in 
tandem with queerness, gender, and sexuality.  
The Manufactured Monster-Terrorist 
Although the crux of the history of biometrics presented in this paper focuses mainly on 
Black, (un)gendered subjects, the “techniques of racial profiling that were in fact perfected on 
black bodies” have been utilized to target other differently gendered and raced subjects with their 
own, separate histories and relationships with prototypical whiteness (Puar & Rai 2002). There is 
a lack of racial or ethnic specificity in Puar and Rai’s discussion of “terrorism,” because that 
concept already serves as one that evokes a notion of “imposed panethnicity” with a socially 
rather than ethnically or religiously specific meaning in a Western context. What becomes most 
important is not one’s actual identity or religious affiliation, but the social perception and 
subsequently derived meaning and value of one’s existence.  
In “Monster, Terrorist, Fag,” Puar and Rai explore the connection between gender, 
sexuality, technology, and the “War on Terror.” The authors begin by giving an overview of the 
relationship of the modern terrorist with that of Foucault’s (1974-1975) articulation of the “racial 
and sexual monsters of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.” They then focus specifically on 
Foucault’s definition of “the monster” as part of his cast of “abnormals.” The first player in the 
cast of abnormals is the “human monster,” who exists as a violation of societal and natural law, 
the second is “the individual to be corrected,” encountered much more frequently in society and 
not beyond “saving,” with the third being the explicitly sexual deviant “masturbator” (p. 56).  
In this case, the terrorist is the monster, who represents unnatural ways of being, chaos, 
and legal disorder. The way this monster is described as “a hermaphrodite...double 
individual...and of hybrid gender” and the anxieties this causes broader society can be directly 
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linked to the way Black, queer and trans people are constructed as defective, sexually deviant, 
and troubling to both natural and social order (p. 324). Because this monster is a part of the cast 
of abnormal Western archetypes, it should be assumed that “race and sexuality will have always 
haunted its figuration,” especially in contrast to prototypical whiteness (Puar & Rai, p. 119).  
One modern iteration of these historical formations takes shape in what is called 
“terrorism studies,” where the supposed psyche of the terrorist is analyzed and “root causes” for 
the execution of terrorist attacks are pinpointed. This of course results in little more than the 
pathologization of stereotyped “Brown” and Arab populations, and efforts to “taxonomize the 
terrorist mind” (p. 122). This shifting of responsibility from Western, and specifically American 
foreign policy, to the individually defective terrorist, allows for the erasure of histories of 
colonization, violence, and Orientalism. Because of terrorist studies’ reliance on Freudian-like 
psychoanalyzation, often times, the conclusion is that the “monster-terrorist” is born suffering 
from some form of sexual deviancy or “failed heterosexuality” (p. 124).  
 
The monsters that haunt the prose of contemporary counterterrorism emerge out of 
figures in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that have always been racialized, 
classed, and sexualized. The undesirable, the vagrant, the Gypsy, the savage, the 
Hottentot Venus, or the sexual depravity of the Oriental torrid zone shares a basic kinship 
with the terrorist-monster...The same Western, colonial modernity that created the psyche 
created the racial and sexual monster. 
Obviously, these modern subjects (objects) of terrorism studies share nascent roots with 
other historically constructed queer, supposedly sexually deviant individuals, and with the 
supposed root of their moral corruption being sexual, racial, and cultural difference or 
incompatibility with Western society rather than Western imperialism, or better yet, altogether 
imaginary. To Puar and Rai, “queerness as sexual deviancy is tied to the monstrous figure of the 
terrorist as a way to otherize and quarantine subjects classified as ‘terrorists’...” (p. 126). What 
this monster-terrorist figure has the potential to show is that the construction of gender, race, and 
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sexuality are always mutually constitutive, built upon similar histories of contrived “others” to 
serve various social, political, and economic imperatives. This manufactured monster-terrorist 
figure serves as one of the latest justifications for the proliferation of hyper-surveillance 
technology in airports. With this brief historical, literary, and theoretical analysis in mind, we can 
now approach the modern use of surveillance as it relates to sexualized, racialized, and gendered 
bodies via airport security procedures.  
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3. The TSA and Taxonomies of Surveillance 
After exploring the related histories of biometrics, gender, race, and administrative 
classifications, it is also important to explore how these constructions affect the way people exist 
and move through our biometric present. The ways in which these histories and technologies of 
domination have come to bear in the 21st century Western world, more specifically in the United 
States, has been largely informed by the September 11th attacks on the Twin Towers and the 
Pentagon. New, tangible arms of the surveillance state and subsequent technologies were brought 
into existence specifically in response to “9/11,” most notably the creation of the Department of 
Homeland Security and Transportation and Security Administration (TSA). Although analyzing 
the processes, both material and discursive, of the creation of these new arms of government and 
means of enforcement would be robust enough of a topic to warrant its own series of essays, my 
focus will be specifically on what purposes they serve and how they paved the way for 
proliferation of new types of technology and governances. Over the last two decades, new tools 
of domination have coalesced to create the illusion of safety under the premise of taking 
precautionary measures to protect society at large—the proliferation of security theater. 
However, as I have previously demonstrated, all bodies and identities are not equally scrutinized, 
and safety for some is predicated upon the precarity of others. Because of the enormous federal 
response to the September 11th attacks, the airport, more than ever before, acts as a playing field 
for the acting out of anxiety ridden, reactionary responses to the West’s own shadow of racial 
imaginings of “the enemy” (Selod 2015).  
It has been acknowledged, not only by passengers moving through airports, but by the 
TSA itself, that air travel and airports are places of naturally heightened emotions, including fear, 
excitement, boredom, sadness, and terror (Adey, 2009). This is not only because airport security 
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protocol are comprised of a patchwork of unreliable technology, human error and agent 
discretion, but because according to the TSA, their goal is to make screening procedures so 
random and varied that passengers do not know what to expect each time they fly (Wald 2010). 
According to Adey, engaging in air travel has always required a basic degree of “regressive 
dehumanisation,” and submission to rules and regulation, and thus forms of governance (p. 283). 
However, 21st century American air travel specifically holds new meanings for people and 
bodies ascribed certain levels of “strangeness” and “unknowability.” For differently gendered, 
sexualized, and raced subjects, these basic fears and discomforts felt within an airport are often 
heightened, along with the level of scrutiny they receive at the hands of TSA agents and security 
algorithms. Increasingly, not only are there unprecedented developments made in the realm of 
mechanical biometric security “solutions,” but also “behavioural” profiling (p. 274). What the 
proliferation of interest in behavioral profiling technology and methods represents is the state’s 
increasing anxiety about what and whom is moving across “certain spatial and territorial 
borders,” as well as attempting to ascertain what the intentions of these mobile bodies may be in 
order to assuage certain socio-administrative anxieties about their mere existence (p. 275, 277).  
In the 21st century, differently gendered and raced subjects have to contend not only with 
biometric and security procedures that Diken & Lausten observed as processes of “bodily 
censorship constructed by the latest x-ray screeners, which look through clothing to imagine an 
‘a-sexed’ or ‘castrated’ body without sexual organs: the ultimate, naked image...that only 
consists of dismembered ‘organs’” when the outward expression of their gender identity has 
often been subject to violence and violation, but also the measuring of their “physiological 
indicators, and micro-expressive gesticulations as they approach and move through points of 
access (Adey, p. 275). This focus on behaviors differs from the construction of more general 
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passenger profiles in the way that the passenger profile uses “Specific data about one’s body...to 
distinguish one person from the next by matching up the corporeal body presented at a border 
checkpoint with the digital data of that body stored on a database or a credit card, therefore 
attempting to authenticate one’s identity, whereas the behavior profile aims to compare reactions 
and sets of behaviors deemed suspicious against a baseline of “unsuspicious” behaviors and 
reactions (p. 277). For example, the TSA program Screening Passengers by Observation 
Techniques (SPOT) is one created in collaboration with psychologist Mark Frank, based on the 
Behavioral Assessment System developed by police at Logan International Airport in Boston, 
Massachusetts. What SPOT protocol requires TSA agents to do is monitor minute changes in 
expression, involuntary gestures, and things of the like, all with the idea in mind that “intentions 
are often expressed unintentionally through feelings and then leaked away by…’micro-
expressions.’” This method of profiling relies on what the TSA calls “involuntary muscular 
responses” (p. 281).  While behavioral profiling may seem equally procedural in nature, the 
increased risk for the traveler is that they are up against a much more subjective set of criteria. 
What airport security profiling ultimately seeks to do is anticipate “eventualities,” and, hopefully 
prevent them by anticipating actions that are in fact not certain to occur. Biometrics, on the other 
hand, is meant to “sort out some identities from others in order to cancel out specific identities 
likely to present risks and therefore future eventualities” (p. 279). Inevitably, these practices of 
behavioral profiling and attempts to ascertain intentions through minute facial expression and 
bodily movements, read like efforts to determine the “‘character’ in the cranium” through 
phrenological science, which is notorious for its deeply racist historical roots and lack of 
empirical support.  
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In addition to the advent of behavioral profiling at airport security checkpoints, there 
have been numerous more “technical” advances made in order to bolster these efforts. Some of 
these technologies are developed “in-house,” while others are created by and borrowed from 
other foreign and domestic agencies. Another security “solution” borrowed from a fellow settler 
colony was created by the Israeli security firm Suspects Detection Systems (SDS). The CEO, 
Shabtai Shoval, is a former head of the polygraph division of the Israeli Police, as well as a 
former deputy chief of Israel’s national intelligence agency, Mossad. In a risk averse world 
consumed with anxiety, it is no wonder Shoval named both the events of “9/11” and the 2002 
film Minority Report, where police utilize “psychic technology” to arrest criminals before they 
can commit crimes, as his main inspirations for developing the SDS-VR-1000. This system, 
similar to SPOT, is designed to preempt terror attacks by ascertaining the intentions of travelers, 
more specifically, potential terrorists, through “several measurements” of facial and 
physiological responses to questions, most notably indications of fear (Brinn 2005). The SDS-
VR-1000, which subjects passengers to temporary incarceration and immobility, uses polygraph 
technology to record “various physiological indexes” as they answer “fifteen to twenty questions 
generated by factors such as the location, and personal attributes like nationality, gender, and 
age” (Adey, p. 282). Shabtai stated that his systems were designed to detect more “sophisticated 
terrorists” who may not be on suspicious persons lists or carrying weapons (Brinn). Procedures 
such as these open the floodgates for rampant racial and ethnic profiling, gender violence, and 
unjust detention. Some scholars refer to this emphasis on preemptive measures like profiling, 
simulation, and prevention as “previsualization,” as opposed to mere observation, which is 
generally associated with Panoptical surveillance (Browne, 39).  It is worth emphasizing that 
gender and racial variances have the potential to pose obstacles for people subject to further 
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scrutiny by these types of processes reliant on behavioral profiling, coupled with the fact that 
implementation of various biometric security procedures is not consistent across all American 
airports and border checkpoints (TSA, Security Screening).  
The last two systems up for discussion in this paper were developed by the TSA itself. 
The first of the two is “passive millimeter wave” technology, deployed in airports in response to 
the previously mentioned 2009 Northwest airline incident, and piloted by New York Amtrak 
Police in collaboration with TSA agents in 2018. This full-body scan supposedly works by 
“detecting the heat radiating from the human body and analyzing ways in which those 
emanations may be being blocked by objects hidden on a person’s body,” with detected 
anomalies appearing as color-coded levels of risk. Contentions over this technology range from 
questions about its constitutionality and travelers’ concerns over bodily privacy, to whether it is 
even successful at what seeks to accomplish, with policy analysts calling it a form of “virtual 
stop-and-frisk,” calling attention to the new technology’s similarities to the unconstitutional 
policing practice (Richardson & Stanley, 2018). Millimeter wave technology is the same ATI 
analyzed in the Government Accountability Office’s report that was found to be prone to false 
alarms when attempting to interpret variables like passengers with “abnormal” BMIs or head 
coverings (GAO 2014).   
The final solution up for examination, Computer Assisted Passenger Prescreening System 
(CAPPS) has been developed by the TSA to create “profiles of potential behavioural and 
personal indicators--a model of what someone likely to commit terrorist activity would act like 
and be like (Adey, p. 278).” In the same way that police use hotspot crime mapping technology 
on a larger scale to accomplish “ostensibly scientific ways of reading and policing” populations 
that have been negatively racialized in order to predict the places where crime is likely to occur, 
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CAPPS attempts to pinpoint individuals who seem predisposed to criminal, or more accurately, 
terrorist behavior, based on a set of assumptions about who a terrorist is and how they are likely 
to behave (Jefferson, 2017, p.2).  
What all of the technologies described above rely on is not only a construction of 
algorithmically calculated notions of “normative” identity and behavior against which everything 
else is measured, but the substitutions of pieces of bodies and snapshots of behaviors for whole 
human beings. In addition to the ineffectiveness of some of these technologies, the discretionary 
nature in which they can be administered allows for the state and its many apparatuses to harass 
and criminalize people in new ways that bolster the existence of the various stereotypes assumed 
about people of color’s criminality, trustworthiness, and right to exist, paving the way for new 
forms of cyclical administrative and social violence.  
After careful examination of the ways in which these security and surveillance 
technologies work (or don’t) and the goals they wish to accomplish, it is important to continually 
seek to understand how the consequences of them come to fruition in the societies they function 
within.  
23 
 
4. Conclusion 
Of course, people do not passively allow themselves to be victimized by these types of 
technologies. There are many questions which people studying and coming into contact with 
these airport security measures are asking, such as: What information is being collected? How? 
For what purpose? Who will have access to it, and for how long? In fact, many organizations, 
coalitions, and individuals engage in concerted efforts to re-establish boundaries between people 
and governing bodies, as well as seek recourse for those who have been harmed by these 
technologies. As stated earlier, the implementation of constantly-evolving security technologies 
is inconsistent not only across state boundaries, but even among different airports within the 
same state, making the prospect of travelling while Black, Brown, queer, trans, or migrant at 
most, practically unfathomable, and at the very least, a potential source of anxiety and fear.  
When considering the best ways for vulnerable populations to effectively protect 
themselves from the violation of their human and civil rights, there must first be the ability to 
identify the source of the injustices being faced. In terms of interrogating the production of social 
difference for the creation of hierarchies and the establishment of power, there must be an 
awareness that identity constitution is not the end goal. The end goal is to see the common 
themes among disparate experiences with state power and domination so that those cycles can be 
disrupted globally. What I have attempted to do is to facilitate engagement across multiple 
disciplines and social perspectives, including Black feminist literature, queer and trans studies, 
surveillance studies, philosophy, and sociology more broadly. The ultimate goal of this paper 
was to turn our collective gaze to the imperfect nature of state power rather than critique or 
examine how various factions of society are fighting systemic oppression. Potential future 
research and directions of inquiry include delving deeper into the ways that uncommon pasts 
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across cultures, raced, and gendered populations shape common digital presents in the Western 
context and how these histories of domination can serve as foundations for coalition building and 
more comprehensive understandings of the ways we struggle under inequitable forms of 
American and international governance.  
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